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Abstract 
More and more students of English as a foreign language take part in study abroad (SA) programs in an English speaking 
country. The development of the learners’ communicative competence has been largely examined, whereas their role as users of 
the services offered by language education providers in combination with the tourism industry has not been explored in depth. 
This paper will focus on the factors shaping language travellers’ perceptions in terms of preferences, expectations, satisfaction 
and recommendations. The model depicted in this exploratory study can constitute the basis for empirical research on SA 
sojourners’ perceptions to improve SA program design.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Studying English as a foreign language in an English speaking country through study abroad (SA) programs has 
become in the last decades a common practice. This phenomenon can be examined from different perspectives. In 
terms of second language acquisition (SLA), the empirical evidence seems to suggest that the learners’ 
communicative competence develops in every domain, but not always to a similar extent (Kinginger, 2013). While 
extensive research has been conducted in this area, the conceptualization of SA sojourners as language tourists who 
make use of tourist services and engage not only in language learning tasks but also in tourist activities has not 
raised much scholarly interest so far. 
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Language tourism may be defined as “a tourist activity undertaken by those travelers (or educational tourists) 
taking a trip which includes at least an overnight stay in a destination outside their usual place of residence for less 
than a year and for whom language learning is a primary or secondary part of their trip” (Iglesias, 2014, p. 10). From 
this point of view, language students in SA contexts are part of the language tourism market system, and their 
profile, travel behavior, motivations and perceptions need to be analyzed as constituents of the demand. In this 
article SA sojourners’ perceptions will be explored following the model of educational tourism market system 
devised by Ritchie (2003). 
2. Language tourists’ perceptions 
In order to gain a better understanding of users’ perceptions concerning their language travel experience from 
different perspectives, four areas will be looked at: their preferences, expectations, satisfaction and 
recommendations. Each one of these broad categories will be broken down into subcategories to create a taxonomy 
of aspects that need to be taken into account when analyzing language tourists’ perceptions. Table 1 offers an 
overview. 
Table 1. Demand: the language tourist’s perceptions. 
The language tourist: perceptions 
1. Preferences 1.1. Travel components 
1.2. Language learning components 1.2.1. Educational input  
1.2.2. Language learning complements 
1.2.3. Learning styles  
2. Expectations 2.1. Confirmation 
2.2. Disconfirmation  2.2.1. Positive disconfirmation 
2.2.2. Negative disconfirmation 
3. Satisfaction 3.1. Enhanced satisfaction 
3.2. Optimal satisfaction 
3.3. Dissatisfaction 
4. Recommendations 4.1. Customer feedback 
4.2. References to prospective users 
The categorization of SA sojourners’ perceptions will be presented in two separate subsections. The first will be 
concerned with language tourists’ preferences, while expectations, satisfaction and recommendations will be dealt 
with in the second one. 
2.1. Preferences
A detailed taxonomy of preferences with respect to every single constituent of the SA experience is a complex 
endeavor and should include those aspects related to the demand -i.e. the consumer- and the supply -i.e. the product. 
For practical reasons, this article will only focus on the preferred learning styles of SA sojourners. The travel 
components (transport, accommodation, catering and leisure) as well as those language learning components related 
to the educational input and the language learning complements will be described in future articles analyzing the 
language tourism product.  
Table 2 shows a suggested classification of factors shaping learning preferences in terms of SLA based on the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) and the works of other authors. 
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Table 2. The language tourist’s preferences: learning styles. 
Preferences: learning styles 
1. Learning focus  1.1. Learning objectives 
(CEFR) 
1.1. 1.General competences 
1.1.2. Communicative language 
competence 
1.1.2.1. Linguistic 
1.1.2.2. Pragmatic 
1.1.2.3. Sociolinguistic 
1.1.3. Language activities 1.1.3.1. Reception 
1.1.3.2. Production 
1.1.3.3. Interaction 
1.1.3.4. Mediation 
1.1.4. Domains  1.1.4.1. Public 
1.1.4.2. Occupational 
1.1.4.3. Educational 
1.1.4.4. Personal 
1.1.5. Strategies or tasks 
1.2. Language teaching 
approaches (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2001) 
1.2.1. Language teaching views 1.2.1.1. Structural 
1.2.1.2. Functional 
1.2.1.3. Interactional 
1.2.2. Language teaching methods 
2. Classroom activities 
(CEFR) 
2.1. Nature of tasks 
2.2. Degree of complexity 
2.3. Goals 
2.4. Processes 
2.5. Roles of students 
3. Resources (CEFR) 3.1. Materials  
3.2. Media 
3.3. Degree of digitalization 
4. Grouping arrangements 
(CEFR) 
4.1. Individually 
4.2. In pairs 
4.3. In groups 
5. Autonomy 5.1. Classroom (de)centralization 
5.2. Homework load 
5.3. Types of homework activities 
6. Sensory modes  
(Reid, 1987) 
6. 1. Visual 
6.2. Auditory 
6.3. Tactile 
6.4. Kinesthetic 
7. Learning strategies 
(Oxford, 2003) 
7.1. Cognitive 
7.2. Metacognitive 
7.3. Memory-related 
7.4. Compensatory 
7.5. Affective 
7.6. Social 
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8. Cognitive styles  
(Larsen-Freeman, 1991) 
8.1. Field (in)dependence 
8.2. Category width 
8.3. Reflectivity/impulsivity 
8.4. Analytic/gestalt 
9. Teacher behaviour 9.1. Roles 
9.2. Guidance  
9.3. Feedback 
10. Assessment (CEFR) 10.1. Focus 10. 1.1. Achievement/proficiency 
10. 1.2. Performance/knowledge  
10.2. Methods 10. 2.1. Norm-referencing/criterion-referencing  
10. 2.2. Mastery criterion-ref./continuum criterion-referencing 
10. 2.3. Direct/indirect assessment 
10. 2.4. Scale rating/checklist rating 
10. 2.5. Impression/guided judgement 
10. 2.6. Holistic/analytic  
10. 2.7. Category/series 
10.3. Periods  10.3.1. Continuous/fixed point assessment  
10.3.2. Formative/summative 
10.4. Agents 10. 4.1. Subjective/objective assessment 
10. 4.2. Assessment by others/self-assessment 
In relation to the learning focus, according to the CEFR foreign language (FL) students may have a wide range of 
learning objectives. When it comes to the development of the learner’s general competences, the spotlight is on 
declarative knowledge, skills and know-how, personality traits, attitudes, or the ability to learn. Other objectives 
may be the improvement of communicative language competences, or the enhanced performance in language 
activities, i.e. speaking or writing (production), reading or listening (reception), translating or interpreting 
(mediation) and/or face-to-face interaction. Moreover, FL learners may aim at preparing themselves to function in a 
specific domain in order to work, study or simply live in an international environment through programs offering 
instruction in language for specific purposes (LSP), such as academic, vocational or in-company training courses. 
Finally, the students may wish to develop strategies or fulfill tasks to learn and use foreign languages as well as 
discover or experience foreign cultures. 
FL students may also have their preferences regarding language teaching approaches. As stated by Richards and 
Rodgers (2001), three possible views exist. From the structural point of view, language is a system of structurally 
related elements, which are usually classified into phonological units, grammatical units, grammatical operations, 
and lexical items. Language learning aims at mastering them. Following the functional view, language is a means to 
express functional meaning, so the priorities of language teaching are rather semantic and functional, for example in 
the case of LSP courses. Last but not least, the interactional view considers that language is a tool for interpersonal 
relations and social transactions. Language teaching, therefore, focuses on conversational exchanges, and more 
specifically on the patterns of moves, acts, negotiation, and interaction.  
The above mentioned principles underlie different language teaching methods. FL learners may also have their 
preferred ones, from current communicative methods (e.g. content-based, task-based, etc.) to principled eclecticism, 
where the method is fit to the learner, not the learner to the method. 
As for classroom tasks, the students’ preferences may be influenced by a number of aspects. Classroom tasks can 
be very varied in nature, e.g. artistic, problem solving, routine transactions, interpreting a role in a play, taking part 
in a discussion, giving a presentation, planning a course of action, reading and replying to messages, etc. (CEFR, 
2001). Furthermore, classroom activities can be placed on a continuum from very simple to very complex, since a 
specific task may have several steps or embedded sub-tasks.  
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Classroom activities can have different goals. To start with, the group-based learning goals may differ from the 
various, less predictable goals of the students. In addition, the tasks that the students must undertake as language 
users can be different from those aimed at focusing on the language learning process itself, and, in turn, 
development tasks may be distinguished from those specifically designed for testing purposes. The CEFR makes a 
distinction between ‘real-life’, ‘target’ or ‘rehearsal’ tasks based on the learners’ needs, and pedagogic classroom 
tasks which “have their basis in the social and interactive nature and immediacy of the classroom situation where 
learners engage in a ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ and accept the use of the target language (CEFR, 2001, p. 
147). Pedagogic tasks may require the students to participate in task selection, management, and evaluation, i.e. 
metacommunicative (sub)tasks. On the other hand, the contrast between focus on form and focus on meaning may 
derive in exercises dealing with decontextualised practice of forms versus communicative pedagogic tasks intending 
to foster meaningful communication. According to the CEFR, there should be a balance between attention to form 
and meaning so that both task achievement and language learning progress can be promoted. Therefore, activities 
for language learning or teaching purposes should be concerned with task performance as well as with how 
meanings are comprehended, expressed and negotiated. 
Classroom tasks may involve a number of processes or language activities to different extents, since learners can 
engage in reception, production, interaction, and/or mediation. Students can be rather passive or take an active part, 
and play several roles both in the tasks themselves and in task planning and management.  
When it comes to the resources that FL learners prefer to employ, they may have a predilection for certain 
materials, both in terms of input (e.g. instructions, references, etc. selected or produced by teachers and/or learners) 
and output artifacts, such as texts, summaries, tables, presentations, etc. produced by learners. Similarly, students 
may be fond of some media. As indicated in the CEFR, each text is conveyed by a specific medium, and several 
subcategories can be set depending on the physical properties of the medium which affect production and reception. 
Thus, media include: voice (viva voce); telephone, videophone, teleconference; public address systems; radio 
broadcasts; TV; cinema films; computer (e-mail, CD Rom, etc.); videotape, -cassette, -disc; audiotape, -cassette, -
disc; print; manuscript; etc. Finally, the learners may also have their preferences with respect to the degree of 
digitalization of resources -both concerning materials and media- on a continuum from analogue materials or face-
to-face instruction to on-line resources. 
The students may also have their favorite grouping arrangements, not only in terms of classroom activities, but 
also relating to assessment, monitoring and feedback. Likewise, they may also have their own perspective as regards 
learner autonomy.  In this respect, the students’ willingness to be empowered by teachers and become responsible 
for their own learning may influence their preference for more or less self-directed learning and classroom 
decentralization. Being ready to enhance progress outside the classroom, for example through homework, and how 
much homework learners will do may depend on factors like involvement, motivation or time management. With 
regard to types of activities, homework tasks may be designed for preparation or revision purposes, and, generally 
speaking, the same considerations as for classroom tasks apply. 
In SLA extensive research has been carried out concerning the learners’ sensory modes, learning strategies and 
cognitive styles. As stated by Reid (1987), the students’ inclination for a specific sensory mode is related to different 
types of learning: visual (e.g. by reading and looking at graphs), auditory (e.g. by listening to lectures or audio files), 
tactile or touch-oriented (e.g. by working with tangible objects) and kinesthetic or movement-oriented (e.g. by 
dancing). 
The learning strategies, i.e. the actions, behaviors or techniques that the learners resort to in order to boost their 
own learning (Oxford, 2003), chosen by FL students may be cognitive (e.g. summarizing or reasoning), 
metacognitive (e.g. planning a task or monitoring mistakes), memory-related (e.g. using acronyms or rhyming), 
compensatory (e.g. guessing from the context or using synonyms), affective (e.g. talking about feelings or using 
positive self-talk), and/or social (e.g. asking for clarification or verification). 
As regards cognitive styles, i.e. how learners process information or approach tasks (Willing, 1988), in Larsen-
Freeman (1991) a number of options are mentioned. For instance, whereas field independent individuals tend to rely 
less upon the external environment, field dependent learners “tend to accept social influence more and to be more 
competent in social relations” (Willing, 1988, p. 43). As far as category width is concerned, narrow categorizers -
who restrict their category ranges- are opposed to broad categorizers, who tend to work with wider ranges. 
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Moreover, reflective learners are contrasted with impulsive learners, and gestalt (i.e. being able to think in terms of 
wholes) is distinguished from analytic (i.e. being able to break down a whole into its components so that one or 
more of them can be analyzed in depth). 
Obviously, the teacher is an important referent for FL students, who usually have clear views on how he or she 
should behave. The roles teachers can play will be determined by how much learner centered or teacher centered 
they are. Some students will prefer a facilitator of instruction or a counselor, while others may feel more at ease with 
a lecturer. This is related to what kind of guidance the learners like, whether they need specific or general 
guidelines, and whether they require direct supervision or rather unobtrusive monitoring. Feedback provision is 
another sensitive issue, as some learners would opt for open, immediate, strict and/or detailed comments on their 
performance while others would feel less intimidated by private, delayed, lenient and/or selective feedback. 
To finish with, FL students may also have their assessment preferences, particularly in terms of assessment focus, 
methods used, periods and agents. The CEFR presents several pairs of opposites, which may be included in each one 
of the above mentioned subcategories. With respect to the first one, the focus may be on the achievement of specific 
objectives versus proficiency, or performance versus knowledge. As regards the second subcategory, the range of 
methods -i.e. assessment tools and criteria- is certainly wide and comprises a number of options: norm-referencing 
(placing the learners in rank order) as opposed to criterion-referencing (where the learners are not compared to their 
peers); mastery criterion-referencing as opposed to continuum criterion-referencing (depending on whether the 
learners are judged in accordance with degrees of achievement or not); direct as opposed to indirect assessment; 
rating on a scale (with bands) or rating on a check-list; based on an impression (without referring to specific criteria) 
or based on guided judgment; holistic or analytic; and assessment through a series of isolated tasks or through a 
single task following the categories in an assessment grid. 
As for the assessment period, assessment can be carried continuously throughout the course, and it may be an 
ongoing formative process of collecting learning evidence and providing the learners with feedback. Conversely, it 
can be carried out in fixed assessment points, at the beginning or at the end of the learning period, and it may sum 
up attainment at the end of the period with a grade. Last but not least, with reference to the agents in charge of 
evaluations, assessment may be objective or carried out subjectively by assessors, namely the own student (self-
assessment) or others, such as teachers or classmates (peer-assessment). 
2.2. Expectations, satisfactions and recommendations 
Expectations and satisfaction are interrelated following the Expectation Disconfirmation Paradigm (EDP), which 
relates the fulfillment of expectations to the satisfaction with a product or service. The Expectancy Disconfirmation 
Theory is upon the basis of the Cognitive Dissonance Theory (CDT), which was introduced in 1957 by Leon 
Festinger. According to the CDT, a mismatch between expectations and experience leads to an unpleasant feeling of 
psychological discomfort (Festinger, 1957). 
The EDP has become a dominant framework in terms of assessing customer satisfaction with hospitality and 
tourism services. Expectations are matched up to product or service functioning, which can cause the confirmation 
or disconfirmation of expectations. If expectations are confirmed this results in optimal satisfaction, whereas the 
disconfirmation of expectations can be considered positive or negative depending on whether performance is better 
or worse than it was expected. Positive disconfirmation gives rise to enhanced satisfaction, while negative 
disconfirmation derives in dissatisfaction. 
This paradigm can also be applied to the world of education. When it comes to the provision of services aimed at 
facilitating SLA, the students can be considered customers who wish their needs to be met. FL students sometimes 
make considerable economic investments in language learning courses, materials and SA programs. In the context 
of SLA, the learners do have previous expectations from the educational services they are supposed to receive, and 
such expectations can be placed on a continuum from high to low, partly determined on how realistic they are. No 
need to say that unrealistic expectations can be a source of frustration and dissatisfaction which may prove difficult 
to foresee and manage without timely detection. The learners’ expectations may be influenced by different factors, 
such as prior language learning experiences, current needs and future objectives. 
The confirmation or disconfirmation of the students’ expectations can impact not only on their degree of 
satisfaction, but also on their motivation, performance, behavior and the general language learning experience. 
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Bordia et al. (2006) conducted a research in order to understand the idiosyncrasy and effects of FL students’ 
expectations and develop a model of student expectations based on the EDP. This paradigm was adapted to 
incorporate the key aspects affecting expectations and the consequences of their confirmation or disconfirmation, as 
well as other aspects affecting satisfaction. This wide array of aspects referred both to the own users and the product 
itself, i.e. the demand and the supply. 
Bordia et al. (2006) found that the following factors shaped the expectations of the students of English as a 
foreign language they analyzed: age, time spent on the course, cost of education, language learning objectives, 
learning style, cultural background, personality, teaching styles in previous language learning experiences, 
institutional advertising, word of mouth recommendations, peer expectations and the perceived status of English as 
an international language. 
When expectations were confirmed or positively disconfirmed, the research carried out by Bordia et al. (2006) 
proved that the participants were more motivated to learn, attend the classes and participate in them, felt more self-
confident, requested more feedback from their teachers, had a positive attitude towards the educational stakeholders, 
the language learning experience and the target culture, and were willing to make favorable recommendations to 
future students. In contrast, the negative disconfirmation of the participants’ expectations resulted in demotivation, 
disrupted behavior, negative psychological changes, poorer performance, attendance and involvement, avoidance of 
teacher assistance, withdrawal from institutions and willingness to provide negative prospective recommendations. 
In their studies Bordia et al. (2006) also concluded that, besides the fulfillment of expectations, the factors that 
had an impact on the participants’ satisfaction had to do with using English effectively in day-to-day situations, 
taking advantage of social relationships and positive settling down experiences, benefiting from institutional 
support, and the accommodation, recreational and public facilities they had access to. 
The above mentioned factors should be taken care of to offer satisfactory language learning experiences abroad. 
Obviously, identifying SA sojourners’ expectations and providing updated information so that they are realistic is 
vital when trying to meet them. Of course, an effective needs’ analysis taking into account expectations should lead 
to adapting SA programs to the language tourists’ demand.  
Depending on the customers’ evaluation of the experience, feedback can be positive or negative, and conducive to 
the improvement of services. Recommendations can also be negative or positive, and therefore handling 
recommendations and complaints is very important in terms of attracting prospective customers. Customer loyalty 
and retention is fundamental, so product diversification should be carried out in order to gain returning customers. 
3. Conclusions 
The taxonomy of aspects linked to SA sojourners’ perceptions that has been presented in this article can be 
considered a first step towards a more detailed analysis and the foundation of future studies on perception-related 
issues in language travel. Simplicity and practicality are, therefore, two important premises, as categorizing may be 
carried out ad infinitum. This can lead to overgeneralizing, which might be one of the main limitations of this 
framework, for example in terms of language teaching methods or nature of tasks. The fact that some 
(sub)categories like recommendations or grouping arrangements are vague or obvious may constitute another 
limitation.  
On the other hand, this model can produce some occasional overlapping, since categories are interrelated and 
sometimes limits are blurred, allowing for hybrid classifications. For instance, when it comes to assessment, 
summative assessment is usually norm-referenced, fixed-point and focuses on achievement, according to the CEFR. 
It is obvious, too, that other classifications are possible. Expectations have been classified following the EDP, but 
other parameters might have been used, for example placing them on a continuum from low to high or from realistic 
to utopian.   
All in all, gathering well-informed knowledge concerning language tourists’ perceptions is undoubtedly essential 
in order to improve SA program design, match their expectations to meet their needs and offer a better service to 
enhance satisfaction.  
The model presented in this article has offered a picture of SA sojourners’ perceptions and may help to identify 
some variables affecting individuals’ preferences and expectations which may contribute to make them feel satisfied 
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or dissatisfied with their experience. The point is not only customer retention but rather customer loyalty, offering 
old students new, appealing language tourism experiences to suit their needs while fostering favorable 
recommendations to attract new students at the same time. 
Further research may explore how perception factors intervene in practical terms, analyze the intensity of their 
effects and pinpoint how to tackle them to find out possible ways of enhancing, controlling or avoiding such 
impacts. 
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